Action Research ( Final, 2011)
Hiromi Osuka March 26, 2011

1. Title: How should we improve Japanese students’ communication abilities?
—— Effective tasks in order to teach grammar communicatively

2. Context:
(1) Level: Junior high school 3rd year students
(2) Class size: 36 or 37 students X 4 classes
(3) Time: 45~50 minutes X4 classes (per week)
(4) Textbook: New Horizon English Book 3 by Tokyo Shoseki
(5) Issues:

a. Attitudes

I taught many students who are in the ninth grade this year, when they were in the seventh grade.
There are a few students who study English positively every day out of the classroom. They look as if
they don’t enjoy studying English. Moreover many students talk in class and some student attitudes
are rude. I think they have had few experiences which motivated them to study more when they
were in the eighth grade.

b. Abilities

When I taught 142 out of 217 students, they achieved the average mark of students in our city.
But the overall ability of these 217 students went down, under the average mark, in a year. Some
students gained confidence in studying English, but I am afraid that many of the students lost
confidence and interest in studying last year. Some students cannot read easy English words they
learned in the seventh or eighth grade. They cannot use be-verbs or general verbs without difficulty,
either. I'd like to improve their English ability by increasing their interest and motivation to study
English more.

3. My goals
My goal is to help my junior high school students acquire a solid foundation in English
thinking. I hope that more communicative grammar practice will enable them to acquire a feel for
correct English grammar, including word order, so that they use English without thinking about
grammar in the future.

4. What I did

(1) To make English classes understandable

a. Promoting reading aloud and writing English sentences which are connected to
students’ lives
+ I hope that every student can read every English word they learn. I had all the students read
and practice new words and sentences written in the textbooks by using yomisurasura- sheet.
+ At the end of communicative activities I tried to give the students opportunities to make sentences
about their lives.

b. Emphasizing English word order in all English classes
* In order to have students understand English sentences, I emphasized English word order in all
English classes. I had students read and try to understand sentences written in the textbooks
by using eigonou-print. I tried to familiarize students with English word order.
c. Integrating new sentences with ones learned before

+ I introduced target sentences briefly and integrated them with the sentences students had
previously studied.



5.

(2) To make English classes more motivating and effective for students’ learning
a. Using example sentences connected with students’ lives

+ T had the students practice target sentences by using examples connected with students’ lives.

b. Design communicative activities that contain input and output activities

+ I had students try communicative activities which related to them and stimulated their interests.
I planned and tried classes based on student interactive activities as much as possible.

+ I worked out how to use communicative activities in a way that students felt comfortable and
unstressed. There were some students who were afraid of using English or didn’t like to study
English. I tried to work out learning styles which enabled students to relax and feel at ease.

c. Revise worksheets to better enable students to get accustomed to English word order

« I tried to revise worksheets in order for students to use them effectively. I worked them so that
students learn English word order, intonation and rhythm.

d. To make use of group dynamics

- I tried to give students more opportunities to talk in pairs or groups and work out the format of

group activities.

(8) To take measures to improve curriculum design
a. To teach students grammar communicatively
+ I also tried to prepare them for every part of each unit.
b. To reorganize and regroup the basic English sentences students have to learn

+ I tried to use English sentences and words which are frequently used. If necessary, I used new
words or key sentences which were going to be learned later.

c. To collaborate on curriculum with other teachers to produce better results for more

students
+ I had four classes and another teacher had two classes in the ninth grade. We tried to use the same
handouts and exchanged information about our teaching methods or skills.
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(2) Student impressions about English learning

YStudent hopes for English learning (April)
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(3) Self-evaluation about attitudes for learning grammar communicatively: comparing 2009
and 2010

Learning grammar communicatively(AZ2=H#—3a%&iBLC, B¥GEES D)
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(4) How students feel about learning grammar communicatively
+ I think that solving problems is important, but communicating with friends is even more important.
Communicating with friends is fun and talking with friends using sentences written by ourselves
and listening to friends makes us memorize what we say better and target sentences. (Y.M)

+ Talking with friends with handouts improves our English abilities. I think that classes which
contain a lot of explanations about grammar make us bored. This is one of the reasons that I
came to like English through this activity. I want to try harder. (M.A)

+ Before I tried activities, I could not read or understand what was written in my textbook. But after
these activities, I am surprised that I can read fluently and write sentences easily. So activities are




wonderful. I think that some students with powers of understanding can take part in the
teacher-centered classes, but all the students can take part in students-centered classes through
communication. (M.I)

+ I made a lot of sentences using target sentences. That enabled my English abilities to improve.

Through communication, I got better expressions and was able to use them in the next situation.
(N.H)

+ ¥ I'm not good at learning English and I like classes in which teachers explain about grammar.

Probably I'll be able to understand better than learning grammar through communication. When
we try communicative activities, some friends don’t try them seriously.

(5) How students’ test scores improved

Results in 2010 (141 students)

*In comparison with the average mark of students in our district and prefecture
*TBLT were used in Class A, B, C, and D. Same handouts were used in all the classes.

Test A Test B Spelling Test
April July December November December
Comparison city city city 10 schools | prefecture 6 classes
Average 44.0 40.6 40.7 417.8 44.3
Class A + 6.8 +4.5 +2.8 +6.3 77.92
Class B +7.4 +3.5 -1.1 +2.4 75.03
Class C 90 +5.4 +3.5 +1.5 +5.0 74.15
Class D +4.8 +6.2 +1.5 +5.0 73.46
Class E +6.4 + 0.8 -5.2 -1.7 68.03
Class F -2.4 + 0.8 -1.6 +1.9 68.69
Total Average -2.0 + 4.7 +3.3 -0.2 +3.3 72.88

Students’ test scores improved. In April, the average marks of students at my school were 2.0 points
below the average for our city. But they improved greatly. I was in charge of A, B, C, and D. Another
teacher was in charge of E and F. The students of Class E and F also used handouts I made. You can
see their improvement in the average marks. Students were able to improve their basic English
abilities in the two tests A and B held in our city.

[Results in 2009 (71 students),

*In comparison with the average mark of students in our city
*TBLT was used in Class A and B. Same handouts were used in all the classes.

April July December|| Spelling Contest
Our City 44.5 44.0 56.5 |||
Class A -4.5 +5.5 +11.0 77.37
Class B -4.5 +3.0 +10.5 || 76.86
Class C -4.5 -2.0 +5.0 70.41

In April, the average marks of students at my school were 4.5 points below the average for our city.
But they improved. These three classes, A, B, and C had the same average marks in our school in April.



6. What I learned

(1) Through activities in groups of four, students taught each other. Many students realized that
speaking a lot and listening to friends’ sentences using new grammar enabled them to learn new
sentences easily. They learned many different types of sentences from their friends and provided
another point of view. Group activities make their learning conditions better.

(2) Students want to make sentences connected with their lives and to talk about them with each other
in English. So it is important for teachers to give students opportunities to talk about them. When
teachers teach grammar communicatively, we should work out tasks which are connected with
students’ interests and their lives.

(3) In the workshops held by NUFS in 2010, I learned that proper input activities would help students
with output activities. Through the workshops, I found that there were not enough input activities in
my teaching procedure. Adequate and proper input activities are needed for students to express
themselves in English using new target sentences. So I've tried to revise some handouts I made in
2009 school year.

(4) As results show, students using TBL improved their four skills since April. I decreased
explanations about grammar and increased student interaction so that students had a lot of
opportunities to talk with their friends in English. Students realized that the more they used
communicative activities, the more they improved their English abilities. Through practice over the
past two years, I have found that teaching grammar communicatively has enabled students to
positively participate in classes and has motivated them to study more. The results of the tests over
two years have shown that this grammar teaching was effective for improving students’ English basic
abilities.

7. Further issues

(1) Many students were positive about leaning grammar communicatively, but some students didn’t like
this way of learning. They liked teacher-centered classes and needed explanations about grammar.
They were passive and didn’t like to communicate in English so much. They insisted that learning
grammar communicatively was not so effective for them. They insisted that teachers’ clear
explanation about grammar was important and necessary. I have to decrease the anxiety and
dissatisfaction of such students.

(2) When students make sentences using new key sentences, they contain a lot of mistakes. It takes
teachers a lot of time to correct their sentences. How effectively should teachers give students
feedback?

(3) This year another teacher and I were in charge of the ninth graders. She was very cooperative and
tried to understand my method. She willingly agreed to use handouts I made. She wanted to observe
my classes to try to change her classes. I had opportunities to be a sub-teacher in her classes but she
had no opportunities to see my classes. Joining her classes as a sub teacher, I learned there were many
kinds of teaching methods in using the same handouts. Without insisting on one’s own teaching style,
we should respond flexibly. Teachers should be flexible in our way of teaching. We should join or
observe other teachers’ classes as much as possible. If she had had the opportunity to see my classes,
we would have better understood each other.

(4) The teachers who like the traditional way of teaching in Japan prefer dividing a class into two small
groups and teaching the students in small groups. But I don’t think that dividing a class is effective
because I hope that teaching grammar communicatively will make it possible to improve students’
English basic abilities using pair and group activities. I hope that there will be many student teachers
using my method of teaching. I hope that teaching grammar communicatively will provide the
greatest teaching effectiveness to the greatest number. But it’s difficult for me to show such traditional
teachers about the merit of teaching grammar communicatively.

Lesson Plan ( Final, 2011 )  iromi osuka

1. Level: Junior High School third year students
2. Class size: 4 classes with 36~37 students
3.Textbook: New Horizon English Course Book 3( Tokyo Shoseki):



Let’'s Read 3 The Fall of Freddie the Leaf

4: Goals:

+ Students can understand the writer’s intention.

- Have students think about the meaning of life through the life of a leaf.
5.0bjectives

+ Language Function: To read and understand a long story.

+ Communicative Function: To retell the story and give one’s own impression of it.
6. Procedure

(1) Day one: P78 ~ P83
@ Listening to a song - “Marry You” sung by Bruno Mars .
@ Look at the 13 pictures and answer 7 questions. C: in plenary
@ Look at the 13 pictures and answer 26 questions. A —p B—p C
@ Checking own answers about 26 questions using model answers.
(® Listen to the story on CD and confirm what it is using eigonou-printo.

A: by themselves
B! in group

(2) Day two: P 78 and P 79

(D Listening to a song - “Just The Way You are” sung by Bruno Mars
@ Checking the meaning of new words and pronunciation practice
@ Reading practice C— B—A
@ Try questions and answers about p.78 and p.79. A—B —C

(3) Day three: P 80 and P 81
(D Listening to a song - “Change The World” sung by Eric Clapton
@ Review reading about P 78 and P79 B—3 A
@ Checking the meaning of new words and pronunciation practice
@ Reading practice C — B_, A
(® Try questions and answers about p.80 and p.81. A—sp» B—>» C

(4) Day four: P 82 and P 83
D Listening to a song - “Hard To Say I'm Sorry” sung by Chicago
@ Review reading about P 80 and P81 B, A
@ Checking the meaning of new words and pronunciation practice
@ Reading practice C —» B A
® Try questions and answers about p.82andp.83. A — B — C
® Checking own answers about P79 ~ P83 using model answers

(5) Day five: Retell the story and give your own impressions of it. (Today’s lesson)

7. Day five’s lesson with ALT

(1) Warm-up  Listening to a song - “Your Song” sung by Elton John
Saying a sentence “How wonderful life is while you're in the world” to each other
using an example dialog.
A’ How wonderful life is while you're in the world.
B: Thank you. I feel the same. How wonderful life is while you're in the world

(2) Knowing how to retell the story.

(D First make pairs and retell the story from 13 pictures in turn. Retell the story in the following
way. The first time students do this in 120 seconds.
A should retell the story about pictures, No. 1, 3, 5, 7, 9, 11, 13,
B should retell the story about pictures, No. 2, 4, 6, 8, 10, 12
@ Next time B student retells the story about pictures, No. 1, 3, 5, 7, 9, 11, 13 and A students retells



the story about pictures, No. 2, 4, 6, 8, 10, 12.

(@ Students repeat this activity with seven partners and their second attempt should be done in 90
seconds.

@ Their final attempt should be done in 60 seconds.

(® When they finish, they write their comments for each person and exchange their evaluation
sheets with one another and read their friends’ comments.

(@ Write their own comments about this activity.

(3) What sentence do you like the best?

(D Write down one sentence from the story that touched each student. Add one sentence why the
student likes the sentence.

@ If necessary, students ask for ALT help.

@ Make groups of 4 and talk about the sentence and the reasons in turn.

@ Some students try to do this activity with the persons in class.

8. Assessment

(1) Communicative activity: Talk about 13 pictures. (15 mins. )
(2) Comprehension: Talk about the sentence the student likes the best. (10 mins. )

9. What happened

(1) It was interesting for students to retell the story looking at 13 colored pictures. They enjoyed
retelling using English sentences they created. At first they thought that it was difficult for
them to make English sentences or explain the pictures in English. Actually some students felt it
difficult to talk about the story with 13 pictures without looking at the text. In this case, higher
level students helped them. They got better each time as they tried to retell the story. Moreover
students came to better understand the story through retelling the story.

(2) Some students used sentences written in the textbook and others tried to talk about the story
using their original sentences. They also realized that this kind of activity makes their English
abilities better. Some of the students knew that there were some different sentences which
explain the 13 pictures. Through negotiation of the meaning and listening to their friends’
sentences, they could review the story and understand what they missed.

(3) Some students got confused talking about the story after their partner’s story. Connecting their
story with their partner’s one was too difficult to for them go on talking about the story. But
through this activity, they discovered that they could learn a lot from their friends and this group
activity was very fun.

(4) As the last activity, students could choose the sentences which they were impressed with, but they
could not talk about why they liked them effectively. Talking about their ideas was too difficult
for them, but many students were able to understand how important their lives were.

10. What I learned through these activities

(1) Retelling the story improves student speaking abilities and motivates students to talk about the 13

pictures using sentences they worked out themselves.

(2) Choosing sentences they like best and writing their impressions about why they like the sentences
make it possible for students to think deeply about the aims of this story. Talking about their
impressions in groups gives students more opportunities to study collaboratively. They were able to
learn many ways of thinking through talking about their impressions about the story.

(3) I think some teachers take little time in having students read this story, but I wanted to use this
story in order to have students think deeply about their lives. It takes a lot of time for students to
try this kind of activity. As for teachers, it takes a lot of time for them to work out handouts
students use and teaching procedure. I think that giving students as many opportunities as
possible is necessary to improve students speaking abilities and a collaborative learning
environment motivates students to study more.
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